The Naked Truth

This week, thousands of people will converge on the South African city of Durban to talk about AIDS. The theme of their annual conference will be “Breaking the Silence”. There will be much spouting of platitudes about AIDS being a universal development problem, despite the fact that seven out of 10 infections are in sub-Saharan Africa. But the truth about the epidemic that has killed nearly 19 million people so far, and that has the death sentence of HIV infection already coursing through the veins of another 34.4 million, is unlikely to be told.

People will talk about the need to reduce stigma, and the importance of political commitment. They will talk of the devastation in Africa, where in several countries over half the young men and women currently in their teens can expect to die of AIDS unless prevention campaigns become dramatically more successful. They will talk about multisectoral responses and community mobilisation. But there is one thing very few people will talk about. That is sex.

People will seek to explain Africa’s AIDS catastrophe in terms of poverty, social inequality and rotten health systems. These all play a part in aggravating the epidemic on the continent. But the bottom line is that the HIV that causes AIDS is spread not by poverty, but by sex. And Africans have more sex than people elsewhere in the world. A careful reading of a report on the epidemic published this week (eds: Tuesday June 23) by the United Nations AIDS Programme (UNAIDS) shows that Africans start their sex lives younger, have more partners, and are less likely to use condoms than people elsewhere in the world.

Not wanting to make any region feel left out, UNAIDS talks of a looming threat in other parts of the world. Others, including the United States Central Intelligence Agency, have taken up this mantra, saying that Asia could soon have more infections than Africa. Numerically, this may be true – Asia has 3.4 billion people to sub-Saharan Africa’s 600 million, so even low infection rates turn in to massive numbers of people living with HIV. Governments in Asia are, however, doing far more to address the epidemic than they are in most of Africa, where infection rates are between 10 and 1000 times higher than in Asia. And the truth is that Asians, and particularly Asian women, do not have sex with enough people to sustain a heterosexual epidemic. A man may get infected with HIV in a brothel and take that infection home to his wife. She may in turn pass it on to a future infant. But in general, it stops there.

Not so in Africa. Data from several high HIV prevalence areas of Africa reported by UNAIDS suggest that young women are infected with HIV through sex with men considerably older than themselves. Often, they will go on to infect the men they eventually marry, who will complete the cycle by having affairs with younger women. This age mixing is the principle engine driving HIV from one generation to the next. According to the United States Census Bureau, is possible that this age mixing will increase because of the changes in age structure wrought by AIDS itself. In some countries, so many young women are dying of AIDS that men – who don’t die until they are a decade or more older – have to fish ever younger for their girlfriends.

It is considered impolite to mention these facts, even though they are grounded in a large body of research. The veneer of Christianity imported into Africa during the colonial period did not change traditional patterns of sexual networking, but it did make it next to impossible to talk about it. Currying favour with politically important church leaders, most African governments continue to exhort people to abstain from sex until marriage, and then to have sex with only one partner their whole lives. The wholesale failure of these messages is illustrated in the graph {below?}. These figures, taken from household studies, are hard to comprehend. Close to a quarter of women are infected in some sites by their late teens. By their early 20s, infection rates ranging between a third and a half are not uncommon. 

The more pragmatic message of consistent condom use in sex outside marriage is gaining some ground. The UNAIDS report cites large increases in condom use especially among young people. Instilling a norm of condom use from the very outset of people’s sex lives is one of the greatest prevention hopes. In countries such as Mexico and Brazil, 40 percent of young people now use a condom the very first time they have sex. The same could well be achieved in Africa, if only governments would stop being so squeamish and would insist on sex education for all primary school children, and easy access to condoms for adolescents, whatever the objections of parents or their pastors.

Since few African governments dig into their own pockets to finance HIV prevention, donor governments have a role to play here. The U.S. government is taking the lead in stepping up resources to fight AIDS in Africa. While this is partly an election-year sop to black voters, it is welcome nonetheless. The black caucus in Congress was outraged when Vice President Al Gore supported U.S. pharmaceutical companies in their battle to stop South African using legal loopholes in trade laws to bring down the price of drugs for AIDS patients. Washington has done a quiet about turn on that front, and has also announced a doubling of its funding for AIDS in Africa. The World Bank has follwed that lead, and its president James Wolfensohn has said no sensible initiative against AIDS will go unfunded. These and other international donors should use an increase in funding for AIDS to bribe African governments to commit to politically difficult policies. That means dealing with the reality of sex in Africa, rather than just spouting politically correct rhetoric. 

If these extra resources are well managed – and in many African countries that is a big if – they may slow the pace of the impending catastrophe. But the well-meaning AIDS industry workers in Durban would do well to remember that most people only sacrifice current good for pretty certain future gain. AIDS prevention messages that ask young people to give up an orgasm today so that they can, in 10 years time, prolong their enjoyment of endemic unemployment, poverty and conflict, are unlikely to be on to a winner.
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